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B. SOCIAL ASPECTS OF EPILEPSY. 
BY 

MAURICE D. LYNCH. 

It would be too much to hope that in a paper by a 
layman on "Social Aspects of Epilepsy" any strictly new 
thoughts upon the subject could be presented, or that 
attention could be called to any phases of the problem 
with which you are not already familiar. In fact, the 
handicaps of the epileptic are so well known to all who 
have given the matter any thought, it might well seem that 
nothing was left to be said. However, one who is inter- 
ested in Social work so frequently comes into contact 
with the problem of the epileptic, and so often is made 
to realize the hopelessness of successfully dealing with 
cases of this malady, especially in States where there are 
no colonies for the care of the epileptic, that he feels 
impelled , whenever opportunity offers , to reiterate the 
need of proper provision for these unfortunates. 

If what follows should give a new turn of thought to 
those legislators in the various States, who must even- 
tually deal with the problem of the epileptic, or should 
influence them, in any degree, to lend earnest efforts to 
provide for the proper care of those afflicted, the only 
object of this paper will have been attained. 

Thanks are due, and are here tendered, to those ladies 
and gentlemen connected with various Charity and other 
organisations in fifty Cities of the United States , whose 
courtesy in furnishing data has helped so much. 

In ordinary cases of distress, the Social worker finds 
the existing machinery of his organisation sufficient to cope 
with practically every situation that arises. In these days 
of Day Nurseries, Outing Camps,-Tuberculosis Sanatoriums, 
Visiting Nurses and all the other agencies that co-operate 
with Organized Charity, about all that is left to worry 
over is money to keep the machinery going. When epi- 
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lepsy is encountered, however, the Social worker finds 
himself blocked. Where no colonies exist, nothing adequate 
can be done for the unfortunates. Most States provide 
only for epileptics who may be committed as insane, or 
who may be sent to institutions for the feeble-minded. 
Sometimes different counties send epileptics to the County 
poor houses, but the patient who suffers from periodical 
spasms and who at other times is apparently normal, is 
without any hope whatever for humane and effective care. 

The victim of epilepsy may be quite strong and healthy, 
willing and anxious to work and provide for himself and 
family, but once he is known to be an epileptic, every 
avenue to employment is closed against him. Nor can you 
blame employers for not wishing to hire him. The epi- 
leptic employed in a place where there is machinery is a 
menace to his fellow-workman as well as being liable to 
injury himself. If he personally handles machinery, the 
danger is greatly increased. Fancy, for instance, an epi- 
leptic locomotive engineer; what terrible possibilities such 
a man conjures up. If the epileptic is a clerk in an office, 
he upsets the whole routine of the place when he has an 
attack and makes his retention in position impossible. The 
writer remembers well the case of a girl epileptic, who 
had a violent seizure in a large office where there were 
sonie two hundred other young women employed. Such 
neryous terror was shown by so many of the other girls, 
it is safe to say that no known epileptic ever will be 
employed by that particular firm. And, you cannot blame 
the firm for wishing to spare its employees from witnessing 
such distressing sights. 

We are.told that in something like eighty per cent of 
all cases, epilepsy manifests itself before the age of twenty 
years. The poor epileptic, therefore, seldom is able to 
learn a trade, or any special occupation, with the result 
he is not able to hold steady employment and thus pro- 
vide for himself like other men. He usually is the most 
inefficient of unskilled laborers. If the disease comes upon 
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him later in life, he has to give up his trade, if he has 
one, because he cannot work steadily at anything, and he 
thus becomes an unskilled laborer. The smaller wage in 
such cases necessarily reduces the standard of living and 
usually drives the wife and young children to work, to the 
detriment of their health and education. Also, epilepsy, 
by weakening the control of the individual, is very apt to 
become a moral handicap, leading to intemperance and vice. 

Scores of cases, showing the handicaps of the epileptic 
in the matter of getting employment, might be cited, but 
one from Tennessee is all that will be quoted. 

THE BARKER CASE. 
The man in question came to the Associated Charities 

seeking help to get a newspaper route in the suburbs. 
He could not hold employment in inside positions, but 
believed that outside work would be possible for him and 
he had a friend who would loan him a horse and buggy to 
make the daily trip. The route was accordingly secured 
for him, but a few weeks afterwards he fell out of the 
buggy during a seizure. He hurt himself and was sent 
to a hospital for two months. Upon being discharged from 
the hospital, he resumed his route, this time with a boy 
to accompany him, but on account of frequent seizures 
he was unable to continue. For a year afterwards, one 
outside job after another was found for him, but he was 
able to hold each one only a short time. At the end of 
the year he had a stroke of paralysis, and, as his mind 
was becoming affected, be was placed in the insane ward 
of the County Hospital. He still is there, hopelessly in- 
sane. The report concludes with the statement that if 
there had been a colony for epileptics in the State, so that 
the man could have been placed therein at an early stage 
of his affliction, his case would have been, in all proha- 
bility, materially helped. 

The epileptic, in addition to the handicaps he labors 
under in the matter of getting and keeping employment, 
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is deprived to a great extent of the pleasure of association 
with his fellowmen. His malady usually keeps him froni 
attending services in whatever church he may belong to. 
He does not feel that he should go to public entertainments. 
He cannot, with any satisfaction, share in the sports and 
diversions 'of his fellows. If he is intelligent, he often is 
deeply humiliated because of the aversion in which those so 
afflicted are held, and because of the fallacy held by many 
otherwise intelligent people regarding epilepsy as a con- 
tagious disorder. It might be well to mention here that 
sudden death in an epileptic is common and the cause 
may not be recognized, and circumstantial evidence asso- 
ciated with the death may involve other persons in serious 
difficulty. 

But, it must not be supposed that it is only the victim 
of epilepsy, himself, who suffers. While his own plight 
is pitiful enough, the case of his wife and children is no 
better. As a matter of fact, the presence of an epileptic 
in any family, even in families where the question of want 
does not enter, is demoralizing in the extreme. The ner- 
vousness of the patient, the ever-present fear of the rest 
of the family of the expected recurrence of the spasms, 
leads to high nervous tension in all. This is particularly 
true if the husband and father is the afflicted one. The 
attacks of the patient make the home an unpleasant place 
for the children; they do not care to have their friends 
visit their home, so they begin going away from it for 
their pleasures. Many children thus learn to live away 
from home, losing parental restraint and the feeling of 
filial responsibility. The epileptic in a family, especially 
where the condition is marked, requires so mu& attention, 
that one or more normal members of the family are pre- 
vented from assuming their proper part in community life, 
thus entailing material loss to the State. 

The presence of an epileptic also decreases the earning 
power, and thus  lowers the standard of living of the 
family. Frequently, where the husband is the afflicted 
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one and the wife is a healthy and capable woman, the 
latter could easily find employinent and support herself 
and children if she did not have on her hands the care of 
her husband. If there were institutions in every State to 
which the epileptic could be committed, the position of 
the family would be immeasurably better, because the 
normal members of it could find employment and would 
enjoy peace of mind. Peace of mind is impossible in a 
family that numbers an epileptic among its members. A 
few cases will be quoted, which illustrate the effect of 
the epileptic husband on the rest of the family: 

THE GREEN FAMILY. 

This family consists of a father, mother and three 
children - a boy of thirteen, a girl of nine and a boy of 
eight. The father, a iiian of forty-eight years, worked as 
a steam fitter, earning $ 18,oo a week, until he was sud- 
denly taken with epileptic attacks. Since March, 1909, h e  
has been unable to secure employment. For a year after 
bis illness, the wife endeavored to support the family, 
working as a charwoman in an office building. The ner- 
vous strain of her husband’s attacks finally broke her 
health, and the physicians said that if shc did not have 
complete rest, she would lose her mind. Incidentally, 
t 1442,70 has been expended upon this family during the 
period they have been pensioned up to February, 1914. 

THE BROWN FAMILY. 
Consists of a father, mother and one child-a girl of nine- 

teen. The ‘father, who is sixty years of age, was a brass 
finisher. For the past six months he has been unable to 
work. His epilepsy has affected his brain. As he had 
threatened several times to asphyxiate the whole family, 
it was found necessary to have him committed to an in- 
stitution for the insane. It is easy to imagine the mental 
condition of the (!tiler members of this family. 
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THE JOHNSON FAMILY. 
In this case the wife became a nervous wreck because 

of the fear and distress she endured whenever her hus- 
band’s epilepsy overcame him, which it did several times 
a year, making him very dangerous, some times for weeks 
at a time. Her health became so bad, she could not 
withstand an attack of illness that came upon her and she 
died. Her husband’s condition was undoubtedly the in- 
direct cause of her death. The man in this case pleaded 
pitifully for an opportunity to go to an institution for 
epileptics and receive proper treatment. 

So much for cases where the husband is the afflicted 
one. Let us now turn to those where the wife is the 
victim. The malady in the case of the woman usually 
makes it impossible for her to conduct her household 
ptoperly. It weakens her will power, causes her often to 
be inefficient, lazy and careless, and prevents her from ma- 
king the home attractive to the husband, with the result 
that epileptic women are very frequently deserted by their 
husbands. They usually, too, lack proper control over 
their children. Thus we find many cases of delinquency 
among the children of epileptic mothers. Let me  quote 
two cases that come from the District of Columbia, which 
well illustrate this point: 

THE SMITH FAMILY. 
This faniily consists of a man, woman and three chil- 

dren. The two youngest are the woman’s children, and 
the oldest is the child of the man’s first wife. The woman 
has been ill with epilepsy for at least five years, how 
much longer we do not know. She has grown steadily 
worse, and now her mind is affected and her physician 
says she never can be any better. The oldest child, ’ 

dissatisfied with her home, has lived away from it for 
some time and has recently become tho mother of a n  
illegitimate child. The youngest child frequently has to 
stay home from school in order to care for her mother, 
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who has violent spasms. The situation is made 'worse 
owing to the fact that the man drinks, is immoral, and does 
not support the family. During the past winter, he, too, 
has been ill. The family has sold almost all its furniture, 
and the hoiiie conditions are terrible. 

THE ROBINSON FAMILY. 
This family consists of a woman - a widow- with four 

daughters, aged respectively, twenty - eight, twenty- one, 
eighteen and four years. The mother is an epileptic and 
while she has gone to a hospital for treatment, she is 
gradually growing worse. She can do fair work as a 
laundress and good work as a cleaner, but rarely can 
make more than $ 1,50 a week, as it is hard for her to 
secure a place on account of her affliction. Her three 
oldest daughters are by her first husband, who, so she 
claims, is dead. The fourth is the child of a laborer, who 
died in the Home for The Aged, where he as placed after 
having a stroke of paralysis. The three grown daughters 
each are living with men to whom they are not married, 
and have illegitimate children. 

Where children are epileptic, wo find the same strain 
011 the parents and other members of family as in cases 
of affliction among adults. Epileptic children nearly always 
have a poor school record and their lives in school are 
very unhappy on account of other children making fun at 
their expense. They often grow up without either mental 
or physical training, and their chances in life are practi- 
callp nil. Some children may never be left alone, thus . 
preventing the mother, if she is a widow, from doing any- 
thing towards the support of the family, and automatically 
forcing them into pauperism. The case that follows illu- 
strates this : 

THE KELLAR CASE. 
In this case we find a boy twelve years of age who 

has frequent epileptic seizures. During one of these, which 



THE BALTIMORE-MEETING OF THE AMERICAN ASSOCIATION ETC. 261 

occurred recently, he was severely burned. The mother 
was deserted by her husband some time ago and left 
without means of support. She is a capable woman, and 
under ordinary circumstances would have no difficulty 
whatever in getting along and making a living for herself 
and child. She is willing and anxious to work, but the 
boy must always be watched, and she is unable to find 
anyone who will care for him in her absence. The result 
is she is compelled to accept charity. 

It might be well to note that in at least one Epileptic 
Colony that I have in mind, no provision is made for the 
reception of any but able-bodied men who are "curableY, 
so that in that State although a Colony for Epileptics 
exists, it makes no provision for women and children. 

There is another class of epileptic cases, to which it 
may be well to refer. I mean those cases where the 
question of poverty does not enter, but which show the 
terrible mental anguish of sensitive, educated victims. 

THE HENDERSON CASE. 
1 

I have in mind this case of a young man in an Eastern 
city. He is exceedingly bright; he stands high in a social 
way and is very successful in business, but has a strain 
of epilepsy in his blood. His seizures were infrequent, 
never more than one a year, sometimes not so often as 
that. His habits were clean, his integrity beyond question 
and his personality pleasing. He became betrothed to a 
young woman of high attainments, but did not make his 
affliction known to her. While he was following an usher 
in a theatre one evening, the young woman just preceding 
him, he was taken with a seizure, which was the first he 
had experienced in two years. That marked the close of 
the relations between himself and his fiancee. Of course, 
it is well that it did. It illustrates, however, in a striking 
way, the handicaps of the epileptic in the social relations 
of life. 
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THE SANDERSON CASE. 
Another case, which presents a strong moral lesson, is 

this one of an intelligent young woman, well educated and 
ambitious, who held a good position in a manufacturing 
establishment in Pennsylvania. She had always craved 
the beautiful things of life, and finally met a well-to-do 
young man who fell in love with her and wanted to 
marry her. He could have given her all the things for 
which she longed. She had, however, been subject to 
epileptic seizures for a number of years and had received 
treatment from a doctor in her city. When she realized 
that she wanted to marry, she went so this doctor and 
asked his advice. The doctor sent her to an alienist in 
Philadelphia, who examined her carefully and told her he 
felt she would be doing a great injustice to the man if 
she married him, as well as to the children who might 
possibly come from the union. This girl gave up the 
man and has since lived her life with courage and fine 
spirit, but it is quite patent that such an attitude could not 
be expected from people of lesser moral courage and in- 
sight into the future. 

In the course of Social work among families of epilep- 
tics, we see so many striking illustrations of the influence 
of heredity in epilepsy, that surely it requires no expert 
knowledge of the subject to draw from them the con- 
clusion that the epileptic must not be permitted to pro- 
pagate his kind if any headway is to be made against the 
advance of this great scourge. From Pennsylvaria comes 
a case which shows clearly the influence of heredity. 

THE WALKER CASE. 
Here we have a young woman, suffering from epilepsy, 

who has two small children. Her father and grandfather 
before her were epileptics. Her oldest child, now two 
years of age, has developed convulsions. The woman, 
herself, has the mental development of a girl of thirteen. 
She is inefficient, indolent and does not know anything 
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about making the home attractive. Her husband has 
deserted her several times, and yet in this case there 
seems to be nothing to look forward to except continued 
propagation and years of dependence upon charity. 

THE WILLIAMS CASE. 
Another typical epileptic family is this one from Illinois, 

where the husband, forty-nine years of age, is epileptic. 
The wife is sickly and worn out. The oldest child, a 
daughter of twenty, was in one of our State schools for 
three years. She has had two illegitimate children. The 
next child, a boy of eighteen, was at another State insti- 
tution for several years. He left school at the Fourth 
Grade. He works irregularly and is given to drink. The 
next child, a boy of sixteen, left school at the Fourth 
Grade. He refuses to work unless threatened with court 
action. The fourth child, a girl of thirteen, is still in 
school in the Third Grade. The next child, a boy of ten, 
is in the First Grade and is feebleminded. The two 
youngest children, boys of seven and three years respec- 
tively, are nervous and unmanageable. This family is and 
always has been dependent on public and private charity, 
although three of the children have now attained wor- 
king age. 

THE WHITE CASE. 
In this family, the husband is forty-two years of age, 

the wife, forty-six years, and there are five children of 
thirteen, ten, nine, eight and seven years, respectively. 
The family has been helped by the Associated Chanties 
for ten years. The man is unable to work because of 
frequent attacks of epilepsy. At one time he was earning 
$ 3,50 a day, but he cannot hold a position any more. 
The woman is an inefficient home maker and four of the 
children were committed to the State School for Dependent 
and Neglected Children. Two of them have infantile 
paralysis and the youngest child suffers from an incurable 
skin disease. She also is feeble-minded and extremely 
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nervous. The cost of this family to the community has 
been very great. 

Scores of cases such as these might be cited to show 
how epileptic parents beget epileptic children. With slight 
variations, the tale is always the same. Surely, there is 
only one sane way to meet the situation and that is to 
enact in all States laws committing epileptics to properly 
equipped colonies, where they may be intelligently 
dealt with. 

There is little doubt that the question of cost is chiefly 
responsible for any State being without a properly equip- 
ped colony for epileptics. If, tomorrow, colonies could be 
established without cost, no State in the Union would be 
without one or more. Now, when we consider that every 
State, right now, does indirectly pay for the care of every 
case of epilepsy within its borders, and pays at a ruinously 
expensive rate, is it not disgraceful that epileptics every- 
where are not humanely and scientifically cared for. 

The answer of the average State Legislature to the 
plea for colonies, and the excuse the average legislator 
makes to his conscience for failing to urge their establish- 
ment, is "we cannot afford it now. We cannot pay out 
that much money now". But they d o  pay, and pay dearly, 
not only in money, but in broken homes and broken 
hearts, and every generation bequeathes to succeeding 
generations a terrible legacy in the ever increasing num- 
ber of these unfortunates, who must be cared for. 

BIBLIOGRAPHIE. 

JUNGSTER, MAX. UBER DIE BEDEUTUNG DES MISS- 
VERHALTNISSES VON SCHADELKAPAZITAT UND HIRX- 
VOLUMEN. Dissertation. Wiirzburg 1913. 

Ein Miflverhiiltnis zwischen Hirnvolumen und Schadel- 
kapazitnt kann bedingt sein durch eine prim&e Veranderung 
des Gehirns und eine solche des knkhernen Schadels. Diese 




